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Map of the Roman Empire at its maximum extent in 117 CE, under the rule of 
Trajan: Roman Emperor from 98 to 117 CE	
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Constantine the Great, 306-337 CE, divided the Roman Empire 
in two and made Christianity the dominant religion in the region	
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Europe and the Byzantine Empire ca. 1000	




•  324 ce, Constantine I founded 
Constantinople at the site of Ancient 
Byzantium.	


•  The Eastern Christian Empire is known as 
Byzantium	


•  The people saw themselves as legitimate 
successors to the ancient Roman Emperors.	




The Greek and Roman Background	

•  In studying any culture, it is obviously important to understand 

its predecessors and the background from which it came.  In the 
case of Byzantium this is especially significant, in part because 
the Byzantine Empire did not suddenly come into being, but it 
rather developed slowly through the evolution of its "parent" 
civilizations.  Byzantium was the direct heir of the  civilizations of 
ancient Greece and Rome, and --as such -- it joins the Medieval 
West and the Islamic World as one of the three "branches" of 
Western Civilization in the Middle Ages. 

•   A. Many have said that Byzantium was Greek in its culture, 
Roman in its government, and Judeo-Christian in its religion. 

•   B. It is especially important to keep this continuity with the 
ancient past in mind.



Greek and Roman background conti.	

•          1. The Byzantine Empire is usually considered part of the Middle 

Ages -- and there are reasons for this.  But at the same time 
Byzantium emerged directly out of the ancient world and especially in 
the early centuries, many of the institutions of the Byzantine Empire 
were simply continuations of those that had existed previously.  

•          2. A striking manifestation of this is that the Byzantines always--
for the entire 1100-year history of Byzantium--referred to themselves 
as "Romans" and to the state as the "Roman empire"!  It may seem 
strange to us that a state that did not (for most of its history) contain 
the city of Rome would call itself the "Roman Empire," but that is the 
case and it is an indication of how strong that sense of continuity was 
among the Byzantines.  They believed that their society was the 
culmination (and perfection) of history that went back to ancient 
Israel, Greece, and interpreted, and imitated the works of the 
classical (especially Greek) authors—including Rome.  



Byzantine Period: Rome of the East	

•  Emperor Constantine I founded a  “New Rome” in 324 in the ancient 

Greek city of Byzantium. 

•  He moved the capitol of the Roman Empire to Byzantium.  It was then 
renamed Constantinople.  

•  The Eastern part of the empire developed differently then the Western.   
The Western Empire fell in 400's with an invasion from the northern 
Germanic Tribes.   The Byzantium Empire (Eastern section) stayed intact 
over a thousand years longer, till the fall of Constantinople in 1453 to 
the Turks.  Constantinople was renamed by the Turks to Istanbul, which 
is the the name it bears to this day.  The art and architecture reflects 
differences between the Roman Catholic religion which develops in the 
Western Roman Empire.

•   The majority of the art in this period and place were created for the 
Eastern Orthodox Church.   The Eastern Orthodox preferred a somber 
reflected tone to worship instead of the large congregational worship of 
the West.  This focus is also reflected in their art and architecture. The 
figures in their art appear flat and one dimensional with little use of 
shadowing to give any life-like appearance.   Figures are almost always 
depicted from the front with somber and solemn looks coming from 
starring  eyes.  Faces were long and narrow.  In all, very little attempt 
was made for realism in the painting and mosaic depictions.



Conti.���
•  The development of the style of Byzantine Art was 

developed during the Fifth and Sixth centuries.   From that 
time to the time the of the invasion by the Turks, very 
little change occurred in the style.  "Byzantine art 
displayed the same constancy: in the fifth and sixth 
centuries, it developed a formal expression that was 
manifested in the thousands of works of art that came to 
be regarded as sacred and immutable" (Marceau, Jo 1997, 
pg 136



Byzantine Period	

•  Byzantine art is the term commonly used to describe the artistic 

products of the Eastern Roman Empire from about the 4th century 
until the Fall of Constantinople in 1453. (The Roman Empire during 
this period is conventionally known as the Byzantine Empire.)

•  Byzantine art grew from the art of Ancient Greece, and at least 
before 1453 never lost sight of its classical heritage, but was 
distinguished from it in a number of ways. The most profound of 
these was that the Humanist ethic of Ancient Greek art was replaced 
by the Christian ethic. If the purpose of Classical art was the 
glorification of man, the purpose of Byzantine art was the 
glorification of God, and particularly of his son, Jesus.

•  In place of the nude, the figures of God the Father, Jesus Christ, the 
Virgin Mary, and the saints and martyrs of Christian tradition were 
elevated, and became the dominant - indeed almost exclusive - 
focus of Byzantine art. One of the most important forms of 
Byzantine art was, and still is, the icon: an image of Christ, the 
Virgin (particularly the Virgin and Child), or a saint, used as an 
object of veneration in Orthodox churches and private homes.



The Elements of Form	

•  Byzantine artists created impressive and innovative forms in architecture which proves their 

ability to think three-dimensionally. But otherwise their art was one of surfaces. By the fifth 
century three-dimensional sculpture, which had been a prominent form in Hellenistic and 
Roman art , was no longer produced. To create figures that were physically beautiful but no 
longer actually solid must have been a conscious decision stemming from a desire to 
express the spirituality of the Christian religion. 

•  Human figures, the main subject matter, are portrayed in two different styles. In one style 
which expresses power, authority, and grandeur, frontal figures of Christ, the Virgin, saints, 
bishops, and the imperial family and court face the viewer. These images are full length. 
However, the upper part of the body is depicted when the focus is on the eyes, facial 
expression, and hands, which may gesture meaningfully and hold significant objects. Such 
portrayals may have originally derived from ancient Roman portrait paintings and carved 
busts. 

•  In the second figural style the subjects in religious narratives turn and gesture to express 
adoration, sympathy, prayer, distress, and so on. Figures in action, often casual and playful, 
also appear in classical mythological scenes. The poses of the hands and arms make visual 
ideas such as blessing, teaching, pointing the way, prayer, and authority, which is indicated 
by the figure's holding a scepter, a book, or a scroll. 

•  Folds of drapery are manipulated to further express meaning. Simplified vertical folds or no 
folds at all reinforce the stasis of frontal full-length figures. In contrast, fluttering drapery 
reveals movement and emotion. Subtle emotions, never extreme ones, are expressed in the 
eyes and facial expressions. There is always a sense of classical control. 



The Elements of Form conti.	

•   The classical tradition of modeling using light and shadow to give volume to figures was not 

abandoned completely. Such modeling was used to suggest facial features and drapery 
folds. Figures depicted on flat surfaces, however, seem to be almost weightless--a sense 
created in part by their feet, which do not rest firmly on the ground but point downward as if 
the figure is floating. 

•  In depicting groups of figures, depth is shown by overlapping and placing figures higher up 
on the same plane. The use of gold backgrounds in mosaics, manuscript illustrations, 
enamels, and panel painting sets the figures apart from real time and real space. There is 
little interest in natural setting. Architectural details are decorative and usually smaller in 
scale than the human figures. 

•  The art is linear, not what in art historical terms is called "painterly." Figures and indications 
of setting are defined by outlines, not by atmosphere or soft shadows. Clarity is the rule, not 
only in describing shapes but also in arranging figures in balanced compositions so that the 
actions of the narrative are clear. 

•  The scale and placement of figures show either their ranking in the Byzantine court or their 
relative importance in the hierarchy developed for the mosaics and frescoes of Byzantine 
churches. In religious art figures higher up and closer to the sanctuary are more important. 
The image of Christ in the central dome is the largest and most important of all. 

•  To express the glory of heaven and the power and wealth or the empire, artists selected 
deluxe materials and often combined them in intricate designs that took extraordinary skill to 
fashion. The preference was for strong, brilliant colors and contrasts to add to the 
impression of richness. Color was also important to make figures in mosaics and frescoes 
readable, even at a distance. In the imperial court, color distinguished the emperor and 
empress, who wore red shoes and purple robes. In addition, each rank of officials had a 
particular color for their robes. 

•    



Barberini Ivory – from an imperial diptych – Late Antiquity, 
ca. from first half of the 6th century 	




9Beardless Christ; Justinian
on his horse. Detail.



15	
Saint Michael the Archangel, right leaf of a diptych, early sixth century.  	




ANTHEMIUS OF TRALLES and ISIDORUS OF MILETUS, 
Hagia Sophia (view facing north), Constantinople (Istanbul), Turkey 
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Hagia Sophia, Constantinople (Istanbul, Turkey). 532-537 AD





19ANTHEMIUS OF TRALLES and ISIDORUS OF MILETUS, interior of Hagia
Sophia (view facing southwest), Constantinople (Istanbul), Turkey,
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General interior view, with colonnade, arches, gallery, pendentive, portion of dome.
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Interior cupola of Hagia Sophia. 532-537 AD
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Section and plan of Hagia Sophia. 532-537 AD 
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Section view of Hagia Sophia, Constantinople (Istanbul, Turkey). 532-537 AD 
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Plan view of Hagia Sophia, Constantinople (Istanbul, Turkey). 532-537 AD 
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The "Deesis" (Virgin, Christ and St. John the Baptist) from Hagia Sophia. 9th century AD. 
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 Christ as Pantokrator, Hagia Sophia, 9th Century	
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Virgin and Child between Justinian and Constantine, from Hagia Sophia. 6th Century 



Essential Knowledge	


Byzantine achievements in art and architecture 	


• Inspiration provided by Christian religion and imperial power 	


• Icons (religious images) 	


• Mosaics in public and religious structures 	


• Hagia Sophia (a Byzantine domed church) 	


Byzantine culture 	


• Continued flourishing of Greco-Roman traditions 	


• Greek language (as contrasted with Latin in the West) 	


• Greek Orthodox Christianity 	


• Greek and Roman knowledge preserved in Byzantine libraries 	






30	


Cutaway view of San Vitale, Ravenna 
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Plan of San Vitale, Ravenna, Italy.	
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Interior of San Vitale (view from the apse into the choir), Ravenna, Italy.	
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Choir and apse of San Vitale with mosaic of Christ between two angels,	

Saint Vitalis, and Bishop Ecclesius, Ravenna, Italy	
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Christ between two angels, Saint Vitalis, and Bishop Ecclesius. Apse 
mosaic, San Vitale. 6th century 
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Theodora and Attendants. From San Vitale. c. 547 A.D. 
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Sant'Apollinare in Classe. c. 533 - 549 A.D. 



In architecture, the apse : "arch, vault"; sometimes written apsis; plural apsides) is a semicircular recess 
covered with a hemispherical vault or semi-dome, also known as an Exedra. In Romanesque, 
Byzantineand Gothic Christian abbey, cathedral and church architecture, the term is applied to a semi-
circular or polygonal termination of the main building at the liturgical east end (where the altar is), 
regardless of the shape of the roof, which may be flat, sloping, domed, or hemispherical.	
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40	
Saint Apollinaris amid sheep. Apse mosaic from Sant'Apollinare in Classe. c. 533-549 
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Alternate View of Apse Mosaic with Transfiguration and Sant’ 
Apollinare	
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Sant' Apollinaris amid sheep. c.533 – 549 
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Garden of Paradise. detail of apse mosaic from Sant'Apollinare in 
Classe. c. 533 – 549 



KEY POINTS ���

The use of mosaics in Greek and Roman design was 
reserved for placement in the floor, rather than on the walls 
and ceilings.	


The Italian city of Ravenna was the site of many of the 
great Byzantine structures which incorporated mosaic.	


The mosaics in Ravenna are a prime example of the 
powerful impact and spiritual effect of the Byzantine 
mosaic style.	


Mosaic tiles were more costly than materials for traditional 
painting, demonstrating the wealth of the Byzantine 
empire.	


TERMS	

mosaic 	

A piece of artwork created by placing colored squares 
(usually tiles) in a pattern to create a picture.	
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45	
Map of St. Catherine's Monastery in Sinai, Egypt 
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Aerial view of the Monastery of St. Catherine, Sinai. 548-565 AD 
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Monastery of St. Catherine, Sinai. Plan showing 6th century elements in dark outline 



48	
Monastery of St. Catherine 
from northeast. 
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Transfiguration of Jesus, apse mosaic from Saint Catherine's. c. 565 A.D. 



•  1. The Monastery was rebuilt at Mt. Sinai between 
548 and 565 by command of Justinian and was 
dedicated to the Virgin Mary.	


•  2. The mosaic itself shows Christ's reappearance as a 
spiritualized, light-based form, having transfigured 
from his physical body.	


•  3. Jesus stands in a deep blue almond-shaped 
mandorla(aureole of light) flanked by Moses and 
Elijah with apostles John, James and Peter cowering 
below him.	


•  4. Medallions surrounding the image contain portrait 
busts of saints and prophets.	


•  5. The image focused on the contrast between the 
calm composure of the divine figures to the fear and 
shock of the earth bound disciples below, 
showcasing the key difference between divinity and 
mortality.	
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51	
Transfiguration of Jesus, apse mosaic, Church of the 
Virgin, 	

monastery of Saint Catherine, Mount Sinai, Egypt, ca. 
548 - 565	




52	

Transfiguration of Jesus. detail of 
Jesus. c. 565 A.D. 
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Transfiguration of Jesus. detail of head of Jesus. c. 565 A.D. 



 	
 	

The Byzantine Manuscript Tradition	


	
The art of Byzantium was influenced by the elaborate ceremonies 
at the emperor's court in Constantinople, the largest and most 
impressive city in Europe. Illuminated books were painted with 
gold and bright colors, much like the jewels and precious metals 
worn by the emperor. Byzantine artists used a set of standard 
compositions and facial types but also strove to portray the 
human form in a natural way.	


	
Gospel writers are frequent subjects in Byzantine illuminated 
manuscripts. Here Saint Mark is shown sharpening his pen, 
preparing to write the first word of his Gospel. The pose and 
costume of the saint were derived from portraits of ancient Greek 
and Roman philosophers. The table, lectern, and writing tools are 
medieval additions to the scene.	
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Icons and Iconoclasm���

Emperor Leo III 
(717-741) and his 
successors banned the 
worship of icons and 
encouraged the 
persecution of those who 
venerated images. ���

This illuminated manuscript 
depicts the Byzantine 
Iconoclasm.	
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 Chludov Psalter Illuminated 
Manuscript, 9th century	




TERMS ���

Iconoclasm:	

	
The belief in, participation in, or sanction of 
destroying religious icons and other 
symbols or monuments, usually with 
religious or political motives.	


Iconolater: 	

One who worships images.	
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In-class Quiz / Writing Prompt	


Chapter Questions   / 10 points (5pts each)	

   Based on your chapter readings and lecture notes: 

Discussion Questions	


1.  What are the key attributes and characteristics of Byzantine art 
and architecture? Explain/Discuss 	


2.  Discuss the  Medieval Iconoclast / Iconophile debate over the 
creation  ‘adoration’/ Devotional use of Icons (Provide both 
sides of the argument – including how it got started and how it 
ended – who won? And the results of that victory ) 	
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Visual movement upward, toward the hand of God	


This supremely composed picture gives us an unmistakable sense	

of visual movement inward and upward, from the saints to the	

 Virgin and from the Virgin upward past the angels to the hand of God.	


The passive saints seem to stand ready to receive the 	

veneration of the viewer and pass it inward and upward until	

 it reaches the most sacred realm depicted in the picture. 	

We can describe the differing appearances as saints who seem to inhabit a world close to 
our own (they alone have a ground line), the Virgin and Child who are elevated and look 
beyond us, and the angels who reside near the hand of God transcend our space. As the eye 
moves upward we pass through zones: the saints, standing on ground and therefore closest 
to us, and then upward and more ethereal until we reach the holiest zone, that of the hand 
of God. These zones of holiness suggest a cosmos of the world, earth and real people, 
through the Virgin, heavenly angels, and finally the hand of God. The viewer who stands 
before the scene make this cosmos complete, from “our earth” to heaven. 	
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Icon of Virgin (Theotokos) and 
Child between Saints Theodore 
and George. 6th or early 7th 
century. 
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Madonna Enthroned, from Hagia 
Sophia. 9th Century. 



62	
Virgin (Theotokos) and Child, icon (Vladimir Virgin). late 11th to early 12th century 



In-Class Reflection Paper���
30pts (write clearly and write considered and thought 
out Reflection) ���

	
Reflect on the history of art covered from the beginning of the 
semester to the end, and by that, we may also include into 
consideration the unfolding of ancient history, albeit through 
artifacts, art (paintings and sculptures) and architecture; What 
are your ideas about the unfolding of art historical narratives 
and artistic practices?; What does this say about the human 
spirit – about power- and the significance of ancient art?  How 
has your own understanding and sense of ancient history, 
civilizations and art history been affected and what are your 
ideas about it?  Finally,  what was your favorite era and why? 	
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